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MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
ABSTRACT

Microaggressions, Imposter Phenomenon, and People of Color:
A Quantitative Analysis
by Rukiya King

Advisor: Kevin L. Nadal
Research has demonstrated the impact of racial and ethnic microaggressions on marginalized
groups. However, research has not established the presence of imposter phenomenon as a
consequence of microaggressions. Imposter phenomenon has been described as intense and
pervasive self-doubt experienced by individuals of marginalized identities. Although imposter
phenomenon was first conceptualized as an experience among high achieving women,
researchers have demonstrated its presence in other marginalized groups, particularly people of
color. However, research on imposter phenomenon has mostly focused on perceived racism and
racial identity within people of color. The current study examined the relationship between
microaggressions, imposter phenomenon, and mental health. It also examined presence of
imposter phenomenon in individuals with multiple marginalized identities. Results revealed a
positive correlational relationship between perceived microaggressions and imposter
phenomenon, with mental health symptoms mediating that relationship. Although there were no
differences on scores of impostership across gender, results revealed those who identified as
LGBQ were more likely to endorse feelings of imposter phenomenon than heterosexual
individuals. Finally, there were relationships between certain indicators of imposter phenomenon
subscales and specific types of microaggressions. Suggestions for future research, possible
training opportunities, and clinical implications were discussed.

iv

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
CONTENTS

Page

LIST OF TABLES..................................................................................................................... viii
LIST OF FIGURES......................................................................................................................ix
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION..................................................................................................1
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW.....................................................................................10
CHAPTER 3: METHOD.............................................................................................................36
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS.............................................................................................................41
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION.......................................................................................................48
REFERENCES.............................................................................................................................62

v

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
TABLES
Page
Table 1. Regression Table..............................................................................................................59

vi

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
FIGURES
Page
Fig. 1. Mediation Analysis ..........................................................................................................60
Fig. 2. Multiple Multivariate Regression.....................................................................................61

vii

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The foundations of the United States of America (USA) are imbued in White supremacy.
The consequences of White supremacy have been damaging and deadly for marginalized groups
that reside in the USA. For example, European contact with the indigenous peoples of North and
South America resulted in genocide and generational trauma (Brown-Rice, 2013). Further, the
European colonialists attempted to enslave indigenous peoples who were wiped out because they
could not withstand the harsh labor conditions and the diseases brought forth by the European
settlers (O’Fallon & Fehren- Schmitz, 2011). In order to supplement the loss of free labor,
European scholars suggested importing humans from the west coast of Africa as indentured
servants (Degruy-Leary, 2017).
Slavery in the USA lasted for over 400 years and significantly impacted the lives of
Black people (Degruy-Leary, 2017). After slavery, several forms of overt discrimination were
emplaced to ensure the subjugation and oppression of Black people in the United States. Jim
Crow laws resulted in significant losses of civil rights, anti-black violence, massacres, scientificmedical experimentation, lynching, mass incarcerations, and other forms of overt discrimination
(Brown, 1975; Roberts, 2003; Wallace, 1970). Other forms of discrimination against people of
color (POC) included immigration policies against Asian Americans, displacement of indigenous
peoples from their lands, internment camp placements of Japanese Americans, and many other
acts of racial and ethnic oppression (Komisarchic et al., 2020; McLoughlin, 2014).
Along with these nefarious forms of racial bias, more covert and well-intentioned forms
of bias also existed. For example, in his biography, Malcolm X detailed an interaction he had
with a grade school teacher after the teacher asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up.
X stated he wanted to be a lawyer and the teacher replied that he needed to be more realistic and
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he should set his goals on carpentry instead (X & Haley, 1965). X recalled this interaction,
stating, “… he probably meant well in what he happened to advise me that day. I doubt that he
meant any harm. It was just in his nature as an American white man,” (X & Haley, 1965, p. 35).
X noted that the interaction greatly affected him. He began to self-isolate and his caretakers
noticed his change in mood. This anecdote illustrates that while overt racism was the norm,
covert and more insidious forms of bias were extant and presented similar damaging
consequences. In essence, while overt discrimination is clear and sometimes the consequences
are more readily observed, covert discrimination can be more furtively hurtful.
Malcolm X’s experience with his teacher happened in the early part of the 20th century
when people of color were regularly oppressed and brutalized. After the implementation of the
14th Amendment in 1968 and Civil Rights Act of 1964, blatant discrimination based on an
individual’s ethnic group membership was deemed illegal. Citizens of the USA could no longer
deprive men and women of their constitutional rights based on racial/ethnic identities and other
protected identities such as disability status. For some, this meant Americans no longer engaged
in racial discrimination, racial stereotyping, and racial prejudice. In fact, a study conducted as
early as 1966 suggested White Americans’ ideals of White supremacy and anti-Black rhetoric
significantly decreased between 1954 and 1963 (Sheatsley, 1966). This study demonstrated
White Americans were more likely to support policies promoting desegregation and equal voting
rights. Further, they were less likely to endorse stereotypes of Black people as violent. Decades
later, many Americans also believed racism was eradicated with the election of President Barack
Obama, the country’s first Black president (Tesler & Sears, 2010).
Despite these beliefs regarding the eradication of racism, institutional racial inequities
continue to persist. For example, people of color (POC), specifically those of African, Latin, and
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Indigenous descent, continue to be overrepresented in the criminal and juvenile justice systems
(Carson, 2018; United States Census, 2017). Additionally, individuals of African descent are at
greater risk of being murdered by police officers than any other ethnic group (Chaney &
Robertson, 2013; The Guardian, 2018). According to Williams et al. (2016), POC in the US are
at greater risk of death, adverse health outcomes, and poorer quality of care than White
Americans. For example, Indigenous people are at higher risk of death resulting from injuries
related to violence than White Americans (Williams, 1998). Thus, the historical racism pervasive
in contemporary society has fostered adverse living conditions for POC.
Given that overt racism is no longer acceptable, current forms of racism pervade in a
more clandestine form. Rather than invoke explicitly biased policies and behaviors, individuals
and institutions tend to engage in oppression in ways that are mystified and difficult to detect
(David & Derthick, 2017; Sue et al., 2007). While covert racism exists in many different
institutions and systems in the USA, the workplace has proven a prime area for covert
discrimination to thrive. For example:
•

According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics (2015), Black men earn 75 cents to every
dollar that White men earn. Black women make 64 cents to every dollar that a White man
makes, and Latinx women make 54 cents to every dollar that a White man makes. While
this is not an explicit rule or an overtly conscious practice, it is common for employers to
engage in wage stratification by intersections of race and gender.

•

White job applicants with criminal histories are more likely to be considered for a
position than a Black applicant with no criminal history (Pager, 2003).

•

Black college educated adults are twice as likely to be unemployed as White college
educated adults (Williams & Wilson, 2019).
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•

When surveying 2,028 adults, Glassdoor’s Diversity and Inclusion Study (2019)
demonstrated that 42% of its sample had either experienced or witnessed racial
discrimination in the workplace. Forty-two percent of the sample had either experienced
or witnessed discrimination related to gender, and 33% experienced or witnessed
discrimination related to sexual orientation.
Further, company policies tend to engage in aversive racial discrimination (Deitch et al.,

2003; Holder & Nadal, 2016). This type of racial discrimination is more insidious, as it is often
denied and rationalized as not being a product of the victim’s race. For example, Catastrophe
Management Systems, a customer service organization, refused to hire a woman because of her
dreadlocked hair, a popular hairstyle typically worn by individuals of African descent (Gandy,
2018). The company’s grooming policy stated hairstyles should be professional and well
groomed. Although the policy did not state dreadlocks were unprofessional, the ambiguous
language allows room for aversively racist interpretations.
Another example of language that can cultivate hostile work environments are job
descriptions that ask for “native English speakers.” This language implies that irrespective of an
individual’s English proficiency, one can only be considered for a position if their first language
is English. This criterion is aversively racist because it excludes individuals who may have
heritage from non-English speaking countries and presumes that individuals learning English as
a second language are incapable of being fluent in English. These types of offenses could be
labeled as microaggressions—that is, subtle statements that send denigrating messages to
someone about their social group, related to race/ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation (Davis
et al., 2015).
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According to Davis et al. (2015), microaggressions occur frequently in the workplace. In
educational and workplace settings, people of color and other minority groups (or people with
multiple marginalized identities) are frequently exposed to adverse experiences based on their
group membership. Galupo and Resnick (2016) asked 100 professionals who identified under the
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer, Intersex and other identities (LGBTQI+) umbrella about
their experiences with microaggressions. Many participants endorsed that experiencing
workplace microaggressions made them feel offended, disturbed their relationships with their
coworkers, hindered their job performance, and negatively impacted their wellbeing. Notably,
individuals who possess multiple marginalized identities are exposed to more discrimination than
those who identify with one marginalized group, further highlighting the impact of marginalized
identities on experiences with discrimination (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008).
Workplace discrimination has a negative effect on the wellbeing of the individuals who
experience it. However, workplace discrimination can be especially minacious toward
individuals of color. A metanalysis conducted by Triana et al. (2015) revealed that perceived
racial discrimination in the workplace led to adverse outcomes for employees. Individuals in
these studies were less likely to be satisfied with their jobs, in addition to exhibiting poorer
psychological and physical health. Further, these effect sizes were larger for those who identified
as both a woman and a person of color, implying these individuals are more affected by
workplace discrimination. Velez et al. (2018) examined the effects of workplace discrimination
among 276 women of color, further showcasing the adverse effects of having an intersectional
marginalized identity in the workplace. Velez and colleagues (2018) inquired about participants’
relationships with racist discrimination, sexist discrimination, job fit, psychological distress, and
job burnout. Results indicated that racial and sexist discrimination were positively correlated
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with job-related burnout, psychological distress, and turnover intentions. Additionally, the study
revealed discrimination was negatively correlated with self-esteem, perceived job fit, and
perceived organizational support.
Before entering the workplace, it is not uncommon that people of color are exposed to
racism during their educational experiences. In academic settings, teachers engage in behaviors
that have negative long-term effects on their students. A study conducted by Papageorge et al.
(2018) suggests White teachers continue to hold biased expectations for the abilities of White
students compared to their expectations for students of color. The term “spirit murder”
(Williams, 1991) has been used to describe the results of oppressive interactions between White
educators and students of color. Spirit murder is commonly perpetrated by officials within
education and workplaces against people who identify within marginalized groups. Spirit murder
is essentially the psychological and spiritual condemnation (i.e. destroying the values, agency,
and self-confidence) of these groups, which may result in poor self-esteem and self-efficacy.
Therefore, before people of color enter the workplace, and from a very early age, they may be
exposed to messages that imply intellectual inferiority.
Educational and workplace discrimination can have deleterious effects on the self-esteem
of the recipient. For example, imposter phenomenon or imposter syndrome, or the feeling that an
individual’s success is a result of luck or chance (Clance & Imes, 1978), has been used to
describe the damaged self-image of individuals exposed to workplace discrimination. Individuals
who experience feeling of impostership often feel like frauds. They also often experience fears
related to being exposed as a fraud when their imagined luck runs out. Consequently, individuals
who experience imposter phenomenon are more likely to attribute their success to luck or
external circumstances rather than their own hard work and fortitude rather than meritocracy.
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Unfortunately, imposter phenomenon is often explicated as being the consequence of a faulty
personality rather than exposure to invalidating environments. Torino et al. (2019) argued that
spirit murder can act as an anteceding event for the development of imposter phenomenon. In
sum, academic and work experiences can greatly impact the wellbeing of people of color.
Therefore, it is essential to examine the ways that intersecting identities may mitigate or
exacerbate the adverse effects of discrimination.
Theoretical Framework
When considering the experiences of marginalized identities, it is imperative to
acknowledge that these experiences are not ubiquitous. Each marginalized group in the United
States has its own experiences with oppression. It is important to interpret these experiences
from intersectional and minority stress perspectives. Intersectionality was first coined by
Crenshaw (1989) to describe the vulnerabilities Black women encounter when combatting
racism, sexism, and racist-sexist discrimination. Crenshaw (1989) suggested Black women face
barriers in society because of their racially gendered identities. Essentially, the intersectionality
perspective is diametrical to the single-axis paradigm traditionally used to define the experiences
people of marginalized identities have with oppression (Lewis & Grzanka, 2016). Rather,
intersectionality endorses a multi-axis approach, where the experiences of oppressed individuals
are considered interlocking rather than summative. For example, traditionally, the experiences of
Black people have with racist oppression are generalized to fit the entire populace. However,
intersectional perspectives would argue that Black women face a different type of oppressionracist-sexist oppression- from men because of their interlocking identities of race and gender.
Since Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality, the definition of
intersectionality was expanded to incorporate other identities that may impact an individual’s
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experiences with discrimination. The American Psychological Association (2017) defines
intersectionality as, “A paradigm that addresses the multiple dimensions of identity and social
systems as they intersect with one another and relate to inequality, such as racism, genderism,
heterosexism, ageism, and classism, among other variables” (p.167). Based on this definition,
intersectionality incorporates the convergence of race, gender, and other reference groups such as
age, class, and sexual orientation when examining the experiences marginalized groups have
with oppression.
Meyer (2003) originally coined “minority stress theory” to explain the manner in which
LGBTQI+ experience oppression. Meyer (2003) posited individuals of marginalized identities
are exposed to different living conditions and social stressors to which members of dominant
groups are not exposed. However, the marginalized individual is exposed to these stressors
because social structures are created to accommodate members of dominant groups. Therefore,
being a member of a marginalized group causes discordance between the individual and their
settings. As a result, minority stress develops, which is stress that is unique, chronic, and social
based (Meyer, 2003). Further, this stress greatly impacts the psychological and physical health of
those who experience it (David & Derthick, 2017).
Since the inception of minority stress theory, studies have demonstrated the link between
intersectional identities and minority stress (Everett et al., 2019; William et al., 2020). Those
who have additional marginalized identities experience more adverse health outcomes, such as
higher allostatic loads, than those who have fewer marginalized identities.
The current study sought to employ intersectionality theory and minority stress theory to
examine the extent to which microaggressions may influence the presence of imposter
phenomenon in people of color. The study also examined the psychological distress these
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individuals may experience as a result of being exposed to microaggressions and experiencing
imposter phenomenon.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Microaggression theory is an ever-expanding field in the context of multicultural
psychology. Since the inception of microaggressions research, the literature has gone on to
redefine and substantiate the experiences of people of color with racism. Microaggressions have
also been useful in describing the experiences of subtle discrimination as experienced by LGB
identities (Nadal, 2013), religious minorities (Nadal et al., 2010), Black people (Sue et al., 2008),
Indigenous peoples (Walls et al., 2015), Latinx persons (Nadal et al., 2014), Asian Americans
and Pacific Islanders (Nadal et al., 2015), and trans people (Nadal et al., 2012). Although some
individuals may critique and question the existence and impact of microaggressions (presented
below), several research studies have been able to empirically demonstrate the existence of
microaggressions and their effects (Torino et al., 2019).
Like various clinical diagnoses, imposter phenomenon can be conceptualized as a sequela
of experiencing microaggressions. Individuals who experience microaggressions may also
experience intense self-doubt regarding their abilities and competence. However, much of the
research on imposter phenomenon focuses on personal qualities that may be linked to the
development of imposter phenomenon. Often times, individuals may experience feelings of
impostership related to being tokenized in their workplace or academic environments. These
environments send hostile and derogatory messages that may further inculcate these feelings.
This section will explore the current literature on covert racism/ microaggressions, imposter
phenomenon, and discuss how the current study seeks to examine the relationships among these
constructs.
Microaggressions
Defining Microaggressions
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Covert and subtle racism has manifested under the framework of microaggressions. The
term microaggressions was originally used to describe the alternate form of racism experienced
by Black people as a byproduct of White oppression (Pierce et al., 1977). Pierce et al. (1977)
described microaggressions as “subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal exchanges
which are ‘put downs’” (p. 65). Pierce (1995) also determined these transgressions often operate
outside the awareness of the perpetrator and often occur during interactions where the
transgressor belongs to a socially dominant identity and the victim belongs to a socially
subordinate identity.
Early microaggression research can be credited to Solozarno et al. (2000). Solozarno and
colleagues interviewed 34 African-American students attending a predominantly White
university (n=34). The students were asked about their college racial climate, the discrimination
they faced, and their responses to the discrimination. Results revealed students were exposed to
microaggressions in the classroom that included but were not limited to: 1) being ignored and
invalidated by professors, 2) professors maintaining low expectations of their work, and, 3)
feeling unwanted. The students also described feeling frustrated, discouraged, helpless and
hopeless as a result of experiencing the microaggressions. Students also described pervasive
feelings of self-doubt.
Another study examined the experiences African-American, Latinx, Asian American and
White students (N=25) have with microaggressions (Solorzano et al., 2002). Participants
engaged in focus groups that inquired about similar content in the Solozarno et al. (2000) study.
Results revealed that Black and Latinx participants were more likely to be victims of racial
microaggressions than any other ethnic group on campus. These microaggressions implied Black
and Latinx students were intellectually inferior. Asian American students were more likely to be
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perceived as the model minority (or the well-behaved minority that other marginalized ethnic
groups should strive to be) and White students were assumed to be intellectually superior.
Microaggressions were both institutional and interpersonal in nature and contributed to the racial
tensions on campus. For example, a Black student cited interpersonal microaggressions where
other students assumed he attended the college on a sports scholarship rather than an academic
scholarship. Institutional microaggressions occurred in the form of faculty providing more
flexibility to White students or over-policing certain buildings on campus. Further, the students
of color exhibited various responses to the microaggressions, including trying to defy the
stereotypes put forth by the microaggressions and creating social spaces that fostered a positive
climate.
Sue and colleagues (2007) expanded on the definition of microaggressions, stating,
“Racial microaggressions are brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile,
derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (p. 273). Sue and
colleagues (2007) also proposed a taxonomy for microaggressions: microassaults, microinsults,
and microinvalidations, each of which are defined below.
Microassaults are usually verbal or nonverbal forms of communication that intentionally
degrade the recipient (Sue et al., 2007). Some examples of microassaults are using racial slurs or
deliberately serving a White man before a Black man at a bar. However, these exchanges are
usually denied or referred to as jokes to mystify the intentions of the perpetrator. Microinsults are
subtler in nature, may be well-intentioned, or occur outside the consciousness of the perpetrator.
These verbal or nonverbal slights still convey degrading messages about someone’s ethnic
group. An example of a microinsult would be a White person telling a person of Latin descent
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that they “speak English well,” implying this person is an anomaly and that most people of Latin
descent cannot speak English. Another example of a microinsult would be a White person telling
a Black woman, “You are pretty for a dark skin girl,” implying that dark skin women are rarely
attractive. Finally, microinvalidations negate or invalidate the thoughts, feelings, and
experiences of people of color (Sue et al., 2007). An example of this is when a person of color
tells a White person they have been a perpetrator of microaggressions and the White person says,
“no, you are just being too sensitive,” making the dismissal of their role in being subtly racist a
microaggression in of itself. Another example of a microinvalidation is the endorsement of a
color-blind ideology. Color-blindness implies a person does not see color, but rather sees all
people as equal. This ideology invalidates the experiences of discrimination many non-White
individuals experience because of their ethnic group and undermines the importance of one’s
racial or ethnic identity to their overall self.
Sue and colleagues (2007) created a taxonomy of microaggressions which consists of
nine different themes. These themes were derived from past literature and anecdotal
experiences. The themes are: 1) alien in own land, 2) ascription of intelligence, 3) color
blindness, 4) criminality/assumption of criminal status, 5) denial of individual racism, 6) myth of
meritocracy, 7) pathologizing cultural values/communication styles, 8) second-class citizen, 9)
environmental microaggressions.
The first eight themes fall under the category of either microinsult, microassault, or
microinvalidation. However, environmental microaggression falls under all three umbrellas, as
these microaggressions are often systemic in nature. Environmental microaggressions are usually
perpetrated by institutions that set regulations, laws, and policies that are exclusionary in nature.
Environmental microaggressions communicate messages that the marginalized individual does
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not belong within the institution or cannot align with the institution because of their group
membership (Sue et al., 2007). These messages can be delivered overtly and covertly.
Ascriptions of intelligence, second class citizenship, pathologizing cultural values, and
assumptions of criminal status are considered microinsults (Sue et al., 2007). Ascriptions of
intelligence presume the victim of the microaggression is intellectually inferior or only has
intelligence in one specific area of knowledge. For example, assuming Black individuals are less
intelligent than Whites or that Asian individuals are only good at math can both be considered
examples of ascriptions of intelligence. Similarly, assumptions of criminality propose that the
person of color being targeted is dangerous and cannot be trusted because of their group
membership. Second class citizenship assumes that a POC is not deserving of the same
preferential treatment awarded to White people. Pathologizing cultural values communicates
messages about otherness. This theme suggests the cultural values of nondominant groups are
deviant and faulty in comparison to the dominant group’s cultural norms. Therefore, the
dominant group’s norms are the ideal and the standard that other groups should strive to meet.
The remaining themes fall under microinvalidations because they negate the identities
and experiences of the individuals that experience them (Sue et al., 2007). The theme of being an
alien in one’s own land is perpetrated by individuals who assume the victim is foreign-born and
not American. Color-blindness occurs when White people make attempts to deny the salience of
race in a particular situation. Doing so may deny individuality that may occur based on racial
identity. In a similar fashion, denial of individual racism occurs when White people fail to
acknowledge their own racial biases. Finally, the myth of meritocracy implies that race and
White privilege do not contribute to individual success.
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Evidence also suggests LGBTQ individuals of color are more prone to experiencing
microaggressions than their heterosexual counterparts because they experience microaggressions
related to heteronormativity and racism (Nadal et al., 2017). Nadal and colleagues (2017)
conducted focus groups with 14 individuals who identified as queer people of color. The sample
consisted of eight men, seven women, and one person who did not disclose their gender.
Participants disclosed they were exposed to microaggressions related to race, as well as
microaggressions related to their sexual orientations. Results also indicated participants were
exposed to microaggressions related to the intersections of their race and sexual orientation.
Researchers sought to quantify the experiences of microaggressions through the
construction of various scales. Perhaps the most widely used scale is the Racial and Ethnic
Microaggressions Scale (REMS; Nadal, 2011) which is a 45- item scale that measures people’s
experiences with microaggressions surrounding race and ethnicity. In a similar effort, TorresHarding et al. (2012) also developed the Racial Microaggressions Scale. Other researchers
developed scales based on other identities or intersections of multiple identities. These scales
include the LGBT People of Color Microaggressions Scale (Balsam et al., 2011), the Gendered
Racial Microaggressions Scale (Lewis & Neville, 2015), and the Inventory of Microaggressions
Against Black Individuals (Mercer et al., 2011).
Given the complex taxonomy of microaggressions, it is possible that microaggressions
often occur outside the awareness of the perpetrator. Microaggressions are also received
unconsciously or consciously by the victim. The surreptitious nature of microaggressions usually
results in the victim feeling uncomfortable but struggling to identify what about the statement
initially made them feel uncomfortable. If the individual does recognize the microaggression,
they may choose to react or stay silent (Torinov et al., 2019). Sometimes individuals respond by
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addressing the perpetrator calmly or may reach out to others for support. Because
microaggressions are a less vociferous form of discrimination than what was previously
acceptable, there are various reactions individuals can have that may not be commensurate to the
reactions to overt oppression. The scales researchers developed have significantly contributed to
research surrounding the experiences of microaggressions. Psychological distress resulting from
microaggressions is one of the more well-developed bodies of literature regarding the effects of
covert forms of oppression and microaggressions (Wong et al., 2014).
Consequences of Experiencing Microaggressions
The effects of microaggressions have proven to be damaging to the psychological and
physical health of those who experience them. For example, Sue et al. (2008) examined the
effects of microaggressions on Black Americans (n=13) using focus groups. Results revealed
three primary consequences of experiencing microaggressions. First, the participants reported
feeling powerless in the ability to define their own realities. Second, participants reported feeling
invisible and like they had to make extra efforts to be noticed. Finally, participants reported
experiencing a loss of self due to the additional effort necessary to navigate both worlds and an
additional need to represent their race well.
A more recent study (Nadal et al., 2014) used the REMS (Nadal, 2011) and a short form
health survey to draw conclusions about microaggressions and health. Results demonstrated a
significant relationship between perceived racial/ethnic microaggressions and negative mental
health symptoms for people of color (N=506). Specifically, these individuals endorsed more
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and negative views about the world. Further, certain types of
mental health symptoms were more related to certain types of microaggressions such as
depression and suicide ideation. Participants were so impaired by the racial experiences that they
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struggled with completing their job requirements. Experiencing microaggressions also impacted
emotional wellbeing, social functioning, and feelings of emotional pain.
Experiencing microaggressions can also negatively impact individual self-esteem (Nadal
et al., 2014). Nadal et al. (2014) asked college students (N=225) to participate in a study
examining the relationship between perceived microaggressions and self-esteem. A majority of
the sample (81.9%) identified as non-White. The participants completed a self-esteem scale, the
REMS (Nadal, 2011) and a demographic survey. Results revealed REMS scores significantly
predicted self-esteem but only accounted for a small proportion of the variance in the model
(1.6%). Thus, there are many other factors that may have contributed to these results.
Other studies have examined the link between microaggressions and various symptoms
of psychological distress and risky behaviors. Blume et al. (2012) examined a relationship
between racial/ethnic microaggressions and underage drinking for a sample of college students
of color (N=178). The sample was primarily African-American. Participants completed a
measure on anxiety and alcohol use, based on a scale the authors created for the purposes of this
study. The scale inquired about whether or not the participants had been exposed to 51 different
types of microaggressions. Individuals who reported experiencing more microaggressions were
more likely to endorse anxious symptoms and engage in underage drinking.
Perhaps even more alarming, experiences with microaggressions have been shown to be
positively correlated with suicidal ideation (Hollingsworth et al., 2017; O’keefe et al., 2015).
O’Keefe and colleagues (2015) were the first to investigate the relationship between perceived
microaggressions and suicidal ideation. The authors examined this experience in undergraduate
students of color (N=405). Participants were primarily of American Indian descent and African
American descent. The students completed the RMAS (Torres-Harding et al., 2012), a measure
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of depression and measure of hopelessness and suicidal ideation. Results revealed perceived
microaggressions can lead to suicidal ideation by way of depressive symptoms. The more
microaggressions someone perceived themselves to be experiencing, the more depressive
symptoms they endorsed and ultimately endorsed greater feelings of suicide ideation.
Hollingsworth and colleagues (2017) utilized a sample of 135 African American college
students at a predominately White institution to explore the relationship between experiencing
microaggressions and suicidal ideation. The participants were young, with an average age of
19.45 years, and mostly female (56.3%). The authors administered the Interpersonal Needs
Questionnaire, Racial Microaggressions Scale, and The Hopelessness Depression Symptom
Subscale to determine suicidal ideation. Results indicated that the relationship between
experiencing microaggressions of invisibility, low achievement, and environmental invalidations
and suicide ideation was mediated by perceived burdensomeness or how much of a burden one
feels they are to society. While this study demonstrated links between various concepts, it failed
to provide a direct correlation between the quantity of perceived microaggressions and suicidal
ideation.
Research has also demonstrated a link between microaggressions and adverse physical
health outcomes. Nadal et al. (2017) administered a demographic survey, the REMS, and a short
form health survey to 277 adults. The sample was primarily Latinx (32.4%) and female (75.5%).
The sample was younger (M=24.8, SD=8.44) and a majority were born in the United States. The
findings demonstrated a link between experiencing racial microaggressions and adverse health
outcomes. Experiencing microaggressions was negatively correlated with role limitations due to
physical health, and role limitations due to emotional problems. Emotional wellbeing decreased
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as REMS scores increased. Unfortunately, this study did not inquire about preexisting health
conditions, which may have skewed the results.
Finally, one study empirically demonstrated a link between microaggressions and
posttraumatic stress symptoms (Nadal et al., 2020). In this study, the researchers examined the
relationship between perceived microaggressions, culturally related traumatic events, and
posttraumatic stress symptoms in a sample of people of color (N=257). Results revealed that
individuals who experienced more microaggressions also experienced more posttraumatic stress
symptoms. Moreover, culturally related traumas (such as being discriminated against at work)
were directly related to the trauma symptoms. Finally, the effect sizes for this study were greater
than the effect sizes for studies examining the relationship between perceived microaggressions
and other forms of psychological distress.
Much of the research in the area of microaggressions is correlational and frequently
extracted from college-aged samples. This presents limitations to making casual inferences and
hinders the generalizability of findings. Nonetheless, the findings are consistent and more often
than not are indicative of a commonality in experiences of people of color and microaggressions.
Experiencing microaggressions can greatly impact the wellbeing of high functioning individuals.
Just as depression and anxiety can greatly impact an individual’s wellbeing, so can the presence
of feelings of impostership and loss of sense of self. There is evidence that microaggression are
related to low self-esteem. However, qualitative studies (Huber & Cueva, 2012; Sue et al., 2008)
demonstrated microaggressions can also lead to aggrandizing feelings of self-doubt. Given the
evident adverse outcomes of experiencing microaggressions, it is essential to examine imposter
phenomenon within the context of these experiences.
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Criticisms of the Microaggression Theory
According, to Torino et al. (2019) microaggression theory is the amalgamation of
literature that defines microaggressions, describes the myths about definitions, demonstrates the
impact of microaggressions, and interventions that may diminish the consequences of
experiencing microaggressions. Further, since the Sue et al. (2007) paper, microaggression
theory has significantly impacted the policies at various institutions such as universities and
workplaces (Torino et al., 2019). While research into microaggressions has validated and
explored the experiences of individuals who belong to marginalized groups, microaggression
research often falls under harsh criticism.
Early criticisms of microaggression research were mostly commentaries. Harris (2008)
focused primarily on an anecdote of a microaggression that Sue provided during a talk. Sue
described a scenario where he was on a plane and seated toward the front but was asked to move
toward the back of the plane. Harris (2008) casted doubt on the scenario and stated that it was
unclear whether or not the incident was a microaggression or if there were other explanations for
why Sue would be asked to move to a different part of the plane. Further, he discussed his own
interactions with Sue via email and stated Sue never answered his questions regarding alternate
hypotheses.
Thomas (2008) expressed concern regarding the taxonomy of microaggressions.
According to Thomas, many of the examples of microaggressions listed in the Sue et al. (2007)
paper should not be considered racist. He also posited that many of the microaggressions cited by
Sue et al. (2007) are acceptable and harmless comments. For example, Thomas (2008) cited that
given the density of immigrant communities in the United States, it is acceptable to ask someone
if they were born in the United States. He also questioned the claim that these statements and
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questions can have negative effects on those who experience microaggressions. He additionally
posited that these statements about negative effects characterize people of color as weak and
incapable of tolerating human interaction.
Goodstein (2008) also provided commentary on the Sue et al. (2007) paper. Goodstein
posited that she mostly agreed with Sue et al. (2007). However, she highlighted concerns
regarding the synonymous references of race and culture. She acknowledged that Whiteness does
not solely belong to White people and that people of color can possess a Eurocentric worldview
as a result of internalized racism. Her second concern was regarding a statement Sue made
regarding racial self-awareness as the precursor to gaining cultural competence. Goodstein
(2008) argued that racial awareness was merely a prequisite and that many other factors are
involved in inculcating cultural competence that must be acknowledged. Other criticisms have
included that within dyads, White people are not necessarily always the perpetrators of
microaggressions. Schact (2008) commented on the presence of microaggressions in

psychotherapy. Schact (2008) posited that within dyads, White people are not necessarily
always the perpetrators of microaggressions. Sue affirmed that all people, regardless of race, can
be perpetrators of microaggressions.
Lilienfeld (2017) generated the primary critique of microaggression research and labeled
it the “Microaggression Research Program”. Lilienfeld noted individuals feel microaggression
research contributes to racial tensions, suppresses freedom of speech, fosters a victim culture,
and forces a culture of political correctness. He further discussed scientific issues with
operationalizing and measuring microaggressions.
Lilienfeld (2017) contended microaggressions are poorly defined and can only truly be
identified by the individual on the receiving end of the microaggression. Thus, if the victim does
not perceive a microaggression occurred, then it did not occur. He further purported that
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microaggressions are embedded in political values. That is, Lilienfeld accused microaggression
researchers of being clouded by their own political agenda. Additionally, he argued that
microaggressions can only be assessed through self-report of the victim, creating a mono-source
bias. Finally, he argued there is little evidence for the adverse impacts microaggressions have on
mental health and general wellbeing. Lilienfeld (2017) also provided 18 recommendations how
to better improve research on microaggressions.
Sue (2017) responded to Lilienfeld and highlighted several issues with his criticisms.
First, he acknowledged the importance of considering the phenomenological approach to
studying microaggressions. He emphasized the importance of understanding the perspectives of
the oppressed and culturally undervalued. Sue (2017) highlighted the skepticism Lilienfeld used
to question microaggression research and compared it to the traditional ways White Americans
have consistently questioned the experiences of people of color. Finally, Sue (2017) introduced
the issues of empiricism and experience and noted that the two may be juxtaposed in scientific
truth-seeking. That is, some researchers believe empiricism lies in opposition of reporting
individual experiences. However, he also acknowledged that the juxtaposition does not revere
one methodology over the other.
Williams (2019) provided a more critical analysis of Lilienfeld’s points. First, Williams
(2019) explored the manner in which Lilienfeld failed to accurately capture the definitions of
microaggressions provided by the literature. Williams (2019) posited that several validated
microaggression scales support the notion that microaggressions are well operationalized.
Williams (2019) also stated that research supports the notion that many people of marginalized
identities find microaggressions to be offensive, but it is not necessary that all of them do.
Additionally, both White and non-White samples agree on what constitutes as a microaggression,
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nullifying the point that individuals who perpetrate do not perceive microaggressions the same
way as the victims. Finally, microaggressions are also correlated with several adverse health
outcomes. These associations were captured empirically using traditional behavioral scientific
analyses.
Imposter Phenomenon
Defining Imposter Phenomenon
Clance and Imes (1978) coined the term imposter phenomenon in a theoretical paper
based on behaviors Clance observed in therapy sessions with 150 of her high-achieving private
female therapy clients. The definition described these women as high achieving women who
have “a strong belief that they are not intelligent; in fact, they are convinced that they have
fooled anyone who thinks otherwise” (p. 241). For these women, notions of incapability and
impostership persisted despite evidence indicating competence and high intelligence. The
authors also found these women were more likely to ascribe their accomplishments to luck or
errors in the system. Further, the self-doubt was accompanied by anticipation of being exposed
as an imposter after inadequately completing a designated task.
Clance and Imes (1978) attributed the development of imposter phenomenon to family
dynamics. Clance and Imes (1978) bifurcated these dynamics into two groups: 1) families that
told the women they were not as bright as another more intelligent sibling and disregarded all
evidence indicating the woman’s intelligence or capability, and 2) families that inculcated a
sense of perfection and relayed messages of superiority, whereby these messages became
problematic when the woman realized she experiences difficulty in completing certain tasks.
Clance and Imes (1978) indicated that the development of this phenomenon was based on
messages the women received from their environment at a very early age.
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The authors also proposed there are four behaviors that maintain the presence of imposter
phenomenon based on the women who were in the study. First, the women tended to work hard
in order to prevent the discovery that they were a fraud. However, Clance and Imes (1978)
argued that this generates a cyclical pattern. When the woman works hard and sees the results of
her hard work, the accolades reinforce the idea that working hard will cover-up her fraudulence
and thus, the cycle perpetuates itself. The second maintaining behavior is the act of selfinhibition. In these situations, women usually told professors, supervisors and colleagues what
they wanted to hear. Essentially, when their opinions or understanding of a topic were opposed
to the opinions of the individual evaluating them, they were more likely to endorse those
opinions instead of their own for fear of retaliation or being viewed as unintelligent.
Third, women used charm to get people to like them and reinforce their intelligence. This
may take the form of engaging in conversation about her superior’s interests. Clance and Imes
(1978) argued the issue with this is that when the superior did endorse the woman’s intelligence,
she was likely to attribute this endorsement to the other attributes she may have used to be liked
by that person. This technique is a crowdsourcing of self-esteem and not an intrinsic form of
self-confidence. Lastly, Clance and Imes (1978) stated the final maintaining behavior is the
manner in which society reacts to a woman displaying her abilities. In this situation, a woman’s
success is usually perceived as antithetical to her femininity. Ultimately, the woman must
cognitively choose between being perceived as intelligent or being perceived as feminine.
Measuring Imposter Phenomenon
Since the conception of imposter phenomenon, there have been various definitions and
scales that attempted to measure the construct. Clance (1985) developed a Clance Imposter
Phenomenon Scale (CIPS) to examine the presence of imposter phenomenon. Chrisman and
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colleagues (1995) administered the CIPS and several measures of psychological wellbeing to 269
undergraduate college students. Many of the students were in honors programs or had high
GPAs. The sample was mostly female (69%) and had an average age of 23 years. Results
revealed the CIPS had high internal consistency (alpha =.92). The CIPS was also significantly
positively correlated with measures of depression and social anxiety.
Harvey (1981) developed a scale to measure the presence of imposter syndrome and
examined its utility in a group of graduate students (sample size not reported). Results indicated
first year graduate students were more susceptible to experiencing imposter phenomenon than
students in their later years. Based on these results, Harvey (1981) concluded the presence of
imposter phenomenon is dependent on the passage of time, where individuals who spent more
time in their environments were more likely to exhibit feelings of impostership. Furthermore,
results indicated that vulnerability toward experiencing imposter phenomenon was not
contingent on gender and race.
Kolligan and Sternberg (1991) developed the Perceived Fraudulence Scale (PFS) and
redefined Clance and Imes’ (1978) meaning of impostership. Kolligan and Sternberg (1991)
argued that perceived fraudulence stems from three qualities: 1) low self-esteem, 2) fear of being
evaluated, and 3) being overly concerned with the opinions of others. The researchers validated
this measure with a sample of 50 undergraduate Yale students (51% male). The race of the
participants was not reported. During the validation study, Kolligan and Sternberg (1991)
demonstrated that high expectations of achievement, social anxiety, and self-critical thinking
predicted high scores on the Perceived Fraudulence Scale, providing evidence for their definition
of imposter phenomenon. The scale significantly correlated with the CIPS (r =.78, p < .01;
Chrisman et al., 1995).
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Leary et al.(2000) also developed a scale based on assumptions behind their definition of
impostership. According to Leary and colleagues (2000), imposter phenomenon is an
amalgamation of feeling like a fraud, the fear of being exposed as a fraud, and difficulty
internalizing success. Leary and colleagues (2000) further posited that these proclivities are
paradoxical because individuals who suffer from imposter phenomenon will engage in selfdeprecating dialogue with others that supports notions of incompetence. Therefore, the imposter
is intentionally engaging in these behaviors. Leary and colleagues (2000) tested this assumption
through a series of three studies. In the first study, the researchers administered the PFS, CIPS,
and Harvey Imposter Syndrome scale to 238 college students. The students were also asked to
complete a self-appraisal scale. Results revealed that those who scored highly on impostership
appraised themselves highly but also felt that others saw them negatively. However, the results
were not significant.
The second study aimed to determine whether or not the self-deprecating nature of the
individual with imposter phenomenon was an intentional strategy (Leary et al., 2000). The
researchers developed their own scale. They asked 95 undergraduate students to complete a task.
They were asked to privately rate how they would perform on the task and then publicly rate
how they thought they would perform on the task. Those who scored high on impostership rated
themselves highly in private but rated themselves poorly in public. Finally, the third study was
meant to determine if there were two types of imposters: those who genuinely expected the worst
out of their performance and those who reported expecting the worse out of their performance
but did not genuinely appraise themselves as incompetent. Results did not reveal any significant
relationships between appraisals and feelings of impostership. However, it is not clear if these
results were null because the researchers did not use an already validated scale.
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These studies exhibited several limitations. All of the studies used samples of either
graduate or undergraduate students, leaving little room to generalize the findings to non-educated
persons or individuals who already have careers. Further, with the exception of Harvey (1991),
none of the studies reported the ethnicity or race of their participants. This leaves very little
information on how imposter phenomenon may impact individuals of different marginalized
identities, as individuals of various identities are exposed to different experiences in the
workplace.
Theories About the Source of Imposter Phenomenon
When considering the development of imposter phenomenon, the literature frequently
examines personal characteristics as predictors of imposter phenomenon. For example, Langford
and Clance (1993) suggested research on imposter phenomenon supports the idea that
individuals with a “shaky sense of self and fear of shame” are more likely to endorse
impostership (p. 498). Further, according to Langford and Clance (1993), these persons also
experienced validation deprivation within their family structures. Validation deprivation occurs
when an individual is reared in an environment devoid of validation and praise. These
characteristics in turn create an individual who is desperate for approval while simultaneously
avoiding criticism in an effort to “protect themselves from narcissistic injury” (p.499). Koligan
Jr. and Sternberg (1991) recoined imposter syndrome as “perceived fraudulence” which can be
attributed to an individual’s propensity for social anxiety, self-criticism, and personal pressure
for achievement.
Some studies examined the prevalence of imposter syndrome in the context of trait
theory. Trait theory details a set of traits or characteristics combined together can be responsible
for the development of an individual’s personality. Ross et al. (2001) attempted to determine
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which traits from the Five-Factor Model of personality predicted the prevalence of imposter
syndrome in a group of college students (N=129). The sample was mostly White (90%) and
female (71.3%). Participants completed an imposter scale, anxiety scale, a scale measuring two
competitive attitudes, and the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R; Costa & McCrae,
1992). The researchers found that neuroticism positively predicted imposter phenomenon, while
conscientiousness and extraversion were negative predictors. Ross and Kruwoski (2001) also
demonstrated imposter syndrome was positively correlated with detachment, dependency, and
low self-esteem. The authors were also able to establish relationships between symptoms of
Avoidant and Dependent personality disorders and feelings of impostership. These findings
suggest only certain people with specific vulnerabilities are susceptible to developing imposter
phenomenon.
Alternatively, a study conducted by Leary et al. (2000) posited imposter phenomenon
was a strategic quality utilized by high achieving individuals. That is, the researchers claimed
that people tend to vocalize negative self-appraisals in public but are less likely to endorse these
sentiments in private. Based on these assumptions, the individual is manipulative and seeking to
set low expectations of themselves from others so that when those expectations are met, they
appear high achieving. However, it is possible that these individuals genuinely experience
feelings of incompetence in hegemonic, hostile, and exclusionary work environments.
Conversely, they may appraise their efforts differently when alone because they are not being
exposed to environments that deliver covert and overt derogatory sentiments about their
capabilities.
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Consequences of Imposter Phenomenon for People of Color
Although Clance and Imes (1978) used the term “imposter phenomenon” to describe the
intense self-doubt experienced by high achieving women, the term has been applied to other
identities as well. People of color experience imposter phenomenon irrespective of their gender,
indicating that feelings of impostership may be more aligned with racial/ethnic identity. When
considering the experiences of people of color and imposter phenomenon, the literature has
gained momentum in looking at the mental health and salience of racial identity within
individuals experiencing feelings of impostership.
One study examined predictors of imposter phenomenon in high achieving undergraduate
students (Peteet et al., 2015). Peteet and colleagues (2015) recruited 161 undergraduate college
students of color from a predominately White institution in the Midwest. Most of the sample
were women (74%) and African American (73%). Approximately half of the sample identified as
not having parents who attended college. Participants were asked to complete a racial/ethnic
identity measure, a measure of psychological wellbeing, and the CIPS. Results revealed that
students who scored low on racial/ethnic identity and had poorer psychological wellbeing were
more likely to endorse high feelings of impostership than those who did not.
In a similar effort, Peteet et al. (2015) examined the effects of imposter phenomenon in a
group of Black college students (N=112). Participants were asked to complete the CIPS, a
measure of self-esteem, and a measure of psychological distress. Results demonstrated a positive
relationship between feelings of impostership and distress symptoms. Further, participants who
endorsed greater feelings of impostership exhibited lower self-esteem than those who exhibited
fewer feelings of impostership. The researchers also found psychological distress significantly
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predicted imposter phenomenon scores. Additionally, low self-esteem significantly predicted
imposter phenomenon scores.
Further investigating the link between self-esteem and imposter phenomenon, Lige et al.
(2017) administered a measure of self-esteem, racial identity, and the CIPS to 112 Black
undergraduate students. The results revealed that students who had higher identification with
their ethnic background also had higher self-esteem than students who identified less with their
ethnic background. Furthermore, individuals who endorsed higher self-esteem and scored higher
on racial identity tended to score lower on the CIPS. Moreover, a regression model revealed that
self-esteem mediated the relationship between racial identity and imposter phenomenon, such
that individuals with lower self-esteem exhibited higher scores of impostership feelings. Racial
identity and self-esteem accounted for 46% of the variance in the model. This suggests that being
exposed to racism may negatively impact self-esteem for students of color.
Other studies examined the effects of racial discrimination, racial identity, psychological
distress and imposter phenomenon. For example, Cokley et al. (2013) recruited college students
of color (N=240) to examine the relationships between minority stress, feelings of impostership,
and mental health and wellbeing. The sample was primarily composed of students who identified
as African American, Latinx, and Asian American. Minority stress status, or the notion that
minorities experience additional stressors that members of the dominant group do not experience
(Velez et al., 2013), and imposter phenomenon were examined as independent variables on
psychological wellbeing. Results revealed that there was no significant effect for gender but
there was a significant effect for ethnicity on the imposter phenomenon scale. Those who
identified as Asian American scored slightly higher than participants who identified as African
American or Latinx. Additionally, minority stress status was positively correlated with feelings
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of impostership and psychological distress. Individuals who scored high on impostership
exhibited higher psychological distress. When all variables were entered into a regression model,
minority stress failed to account for any of the variance in the model, whereas imposter feelings
accounted for 17% of the variance in the model.
More recent research has also focused on perceived discrimination as a possible factor in
feelings of impostership. Cokley and colleagues (2017) asked 227 undergraduate students of
color to participate in a research study. The sample was composed of African American (34%),
Latinx (34%) and Asian American (32%) college students majoring in psychology. Students
were asked to complete the CIPS, a measure of perceived discrimination, and a measure of
psychological wellbeing. Results revealed African-American students reported higher scores of
perceived discrimination, followed by Asian American students, and then Latinx American
students. These differences in scores were significant with a medium effect (η2 = .08). Similarly,
the African American students exhibited higher scores of psychological distress, followed by
Asian American students, and Latinx students. Feelings of impostership were significantly
positively related to scores of depression. Perceived discrimination was also positively correlated
with depression and anxiety, but only for African American and Latin students.
McClain and colleagues (2016) examined the relationship between racial discrimination,
race centricity, ethnic identity, imposter syndrome and mental health in 218 Black college
students. McClain and colleagues asked the participants to complete self-report measures and
analyzed their responses using regressions and correlations. The study revealed Black students
who reported experiencing greater amounts of racial discrimination were more likely to endorse
characteristics of imposter syndrome. Those who experienced imposter syndrome were more
likely to exhibit higher levels of psychological distress. However, strong racial identity served as
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a protective factor against psychological distress, such that racial identity mediated the
relationship between perceived racial discrimination and imposter phenomenon.
Finally, one study examined the interactions of race, racial discrimination, imposter
phenomenon, and mental health (Bernard et al., 2017). A sample of 157 Black college students
(68% female) were asked to complete a measure of imposter phenomenon, a mental health
inventory, and a measure indicating the extent to which they experienced racial discrimination.
The students were all recruited from a predominantly White institution. The researchers found
women experienced higher rates of racial discrimination than men and were more likely to
endorse imposter feelings than men. Thus, the findings from this study suggest women may be
more vulnerable to imposter feelings than men when they belong to an additionally marginalized
group.
Critiques of Imposter Phenomenon Research
There are currently no studies to date that examine the experiences that queer people or
queer people of color have with imposter phenomenon (Joshi & Mangette, 2018). Further, while
much of the literature on imposter phenomenon examines race and gender, virtually none of the
studies inquired about the participants’ sexual identities. Given that imposter syndrome affects
White women and people of color, research should demonstrate its presence in people who
identify as LGBTQ. This is essential because of the specific types of heteronormative and
cisnormative discrimination LGBTQ individuals experience in the workplace (Davis et al.,
2015). Further, LGBTQ individuals are at greater risk for mental health issues than their
heterosexual and cisgender counterparts (Russel & Fish, 2016; Sue et al., 2016)
It is also important to note that the manner in which the aforementioned studies frame the
development of imposter phenomenon is problematic as it approaches this issue from a deficit
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perspective. The underlying assumption of these studies is that the individual is deficient and
incapable of coping with every day stressors. This problem is two-fold. First, it normalizes the
notion that work and educational environments are hostile and that the individual should change
in order to cope with this issue. Second, it implies that individuals who cannot thrive in these
environments are the problem. Rather than examine the way the environment has a negative
impact on the individual, this approach ascribes the imposter phenomenon to deficits within the
individual instead of playing on strengths the individual has used to propel them to be in those
environments in the first place.
There are also issues with the manner in which researchers have identified the presence
of imposter phenomenon in people of color. First, the samples were often homogenous in age,
socio-economic status, and education as the studies primarily utilized college students as
participants. Further, the inherent assumption is that individuals are vulnerable to feelings of
impostership because they lack a positive racial self-concept. While personality traits may
contribute to feeling of impostership in POC, this suggestion excludes the power external forces
may have on an individual. It also operates from a deficit perspective, suggesting that there is
something wrong with the individual if they cannot operate in a hostile environment. Given the
complications of white racial-social economic dominance, white privilege, and the prevalence of
systemic and individual oppression, it would be irresponsible to fault someone for not having a
strong racial identity and then expect those with strong racial identities to be immune to the
deleterious effects of racism. It further places the burden on the individual to remedy themselves
and removes the onus from hostile environments to rectify the ways in which these environments
propel hegemonic oppression and become unsafe for individuals of marginalized groups.
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Given these limitations, the current study will seek to establish a relationship between
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon. Further, given that depression and anxiety and
other forms of psychological distress have been established as outcomes of experiencing racism,
this study will seek to correlate experiences of psychological distress with experiencing imposter
phenomenon.
Overview of the Current Study
The current study assumes individuals are not inherently inculcating feelings of
impostership but are receiving messages from their environment suggesting they do not belong
there. Previous research has demonstrated this to be the case. For example, a study conducted by
Holder et al. (2015) examined the types of microaggressions perpetrated in the workplace against
high achieving Black women. Results revealed Black women in supervisory positions often
received negative messages about their capacities and intellectual functioning. Further,
participants often felt their authority was undermined by subordinates. These women also spent a
significant amount of time trying to validate their competence and their experiences within the
workplace. Dancy (2017) affirmed individuals who belong to supportive and caring work
environments are less likely to engage in feelings of impostership. Finally, Martin (2018)
suggested a supportive environment is a contributing factor to eradicating feelings of
impostership.
The present study sought to examine the relationship between discrimination and
imposter phenomenon. Rather than implying an individual is more vulnerable to imposter
phenomenon due to personality defects, the present study examined the effects of external forces
on the individual. Specifically, the goal of this study was to determine whether there is a
connection between the experience of microaggressions (measured via the Racial and Ethnic
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Microaggressions Scale) and the extent to which an individual feels like an imposter (measured
via the Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale). This study hypothesized there would be a positive
correlation between the frequency of experiencing microaggressions and endorsement of feelings
of impostership. Further, it was hypothesized that self-reports of microaggressions and
endorsement of impostership feelings would be higher for individuals belonging to multiple
marginalized identities.

35

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
CHAPTER 3: METHOD
Design
The current study utilized a correlational- mediation design. Perceived racial/ethnic
microaggressions was treated as a predictor variable, and symptoms of imposter phenomenon
were examined as an outcome variable. Psychological distress was examined as a variable that
may mediate the relationship between racial microaggressions and imposter phenomenon.
Demographic variables and frequency of racial/ethnic microaggressions also served as predictors
of impostership.
Participants and Recruitment
Power. An a-priori power analysis was conducted to determine the appropriate sample
size for this study. The G*Power analysis suggested utilizing a sample of 133. That sample size
should yield an effect size of 0.15 in testing hypotheses surrounding the predicting variables of
REMS, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and gender on the dependent variable CIPS. The alpha level
of 0.05 remained unaltered in the power analysis.
Recruitment. Participants were recruited online through various advertising websites and
social media platforms. The survey was advertised on Craigslist and similar advertising sites so
that those who were interested could volunteer to participate. The study was advertised on social
media groups such as “I Love Being Black” and “Professionals of Color”, in an attempt to target
people of color. Further, a snowball sampling strategy was utilized where participants were
asked to distribute the survey link to individuals they believed would be interested in taking it.
The recruitment strategy was previously used by Nadal, Erazo and King (2020).

36

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
Measures
Demographic survey. Participants were asked to identify their age, gender identity,
ethnicity/race, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, education level, employment status,
field of experience, religion, whether or not they have ever received accolades for their
professional performance, and region of the country where they reside.
Racial and Ethnic Microaggression Scale-45 (REMS- 45). The REMS-45 (Nadal,
2011), a 45-item scale, was used to assess the participants’ experiences with racial and ethnic
microaggressions within the past six months. Participants are presented with an example of a
microaggression and asked to indicate whether or not they experienced the microaggression in
the past six months. The items are loaded onto six factors that translate into subscales: 1)
Assumptions of Inferiority (α= .894), 2) Second Class Citizens and Assumptions of Criminality
(α=.883), 3) Microinvalidations (α=.888), 4) Exoticization/Assumptions of Similarity (α= .852),
5) Environmental Microaggressions (α= .850), and 6) Workplace and School Microaggressions
(α= .850). Higher scores on this measure indicate the participant experienced more
microaggressions. The total scale also exhibited high reliability (α=.928).
Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale (CIPS). The CIPS (Clance, 1985) is a 20-item
measure that was used to assess the participants’ experiences with feeling like an imposter. The
items load onto three factors: 1) concern surrounding inability to repeat success because success
is a product of chance (Luck), 2) fear of being exposed as less capable than others and doubts
about one’s own intelligence (Fake), and 3) fear of being evaluated and inability to acknowledge
a good performance (Discount). Participants are presented with a statement and then asked to
respond on a five-point Likert scale with the extent to which the statement is true (1= not at all
true; 5= very true). Higher scores are commensurate with the individual feeling more like an
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imposter. Specifically, scores under or equal to 40 are indicative of not feeling much like an
imposter. Scores between 41 and 60 are indicative of moderate feelings associated with being an
imposter. Scores between 61 and 80 suggest the individual frequently feels like an imposter and
scores above 80 imply the individual intensely identifies with being an imposter. The scale
displayed high internal consistency (α = .92; Chrisman et al., 1995).
Mental Health Inventory-18 (MHI-18). The MHI-18 (McHorney et al., 1992) is an 18item short-form version of the Mental Health Inventory (MHI; Veit & Ware, 1983). The items
load onto four subscales: 1) Anxiety, 2) Depression, 3) Behavioral Control, and 4) Positive
Affect. Participants are presented with a statement and asked to respond on a six-point Likert
scale with the frequency to which the statement applies to them (1=all of the time; 6= none of the
time). Higher scores suggest the individual is experiencing better mental health than individuals
who score lower on the measure. The MHI-18 has high reliability (α= .93; Ritvo et al., 1997).
Procedure
After receiving Institutional Review Board approval, the aforementioned measures were
placed into Qualtrics. Participants were recruited online and provided access to a link that led
them to the survey. The survey was administered on the survey program, Qualtrics. Participants
first completed informed consent. After consenting to participate in the study, participants
completed the MHI-18, CIPS. REMS, and then a demographic survey. After completing the
survey, participants were provided with a debriefing. Data were entered and analyzed in SPSS.
Hypotheses
The current study examined the empirical relationship between experiencing
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon. The following hypotheses were tested:
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H1) People of color who report experiencing more microaggressions will also report
higher scores of imposter phenomenon.
H2) Scores of mental health symptoms will mediate the relationship between the
frequency of microaggressions and feelings of imposter phenomenon.
H3) Individuals belonging to multiple marginalized identities will report higher scores of
imposter phenomenon than individuals belonging to fewer marginalized identities.
H3a) Women of color will report higher scores imposter phenomenon than men of
color.
H3b) LGBTQ people of color will report higher scores imposter phenomenon
than heterosexual/cisgender people of color.
H4) There will be significant predictive relationships between the subscales on the
REMS-45 subscales and CIPS subscales, where higher REMS-45 subscale scores will
predict higher CIPS subscale scores.
One exploratory research question examined differences in the relationship between
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon based on various demographic variables- namely
race/ethnicity, income, and education. Another research question explored the predictive validity
of the MHI-18 in predicting imposter phenomenon when entered into a model with perceived
microaggressions.
Analysis
Three types of analyses were conducted. First, correlations were conducted on the REMS,
CIPS, and MHI-18 to establish internal consistency for each measure. Then, correlations were
computed for the REMS and CIPS to establish a relationship between frequency of ethnic/racial
microaggressions experienced and feelings of being an imposter. Another correlation was
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conducted to determine the strength of the relationship between MHI-18 and CIPS. A
multivariate multiple regression was used to determine relationships between CIPS and REMS
subscales. A stepwise regression was used to identify significant demographic predictors of
CIPS, as well as the predictive ability of the REMS. The MHI-18 was entered into the model to
determine the extent that it moderated the relationship between REMS and CIPS. Finally, a
multivariate multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the relationships between
the REMS subscales and CIPS scores based on various demographic variables.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
Sample demographics
The sample was relatively large- 1,001 adults (n = 1,001) responded to the survey. The
response rate could not be determined because the survey was advertised online and
disseminated via snowball sampling. After removing individuals who did not identify as people
of color and duplicate entries, a total of 655 participants remained. Those who did not complete
the dependent variable (CIPS) or the REMS-45 were excluded from the analysis, which resulted
in a final sample of n = 485. Demographic data were collected qualitatively in an effort to allow
participants to freely identify how they chose. Qualitative data for race/ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, country, and region were coded in order to include data in a quantitative analysis.
After coding, the sample was 54% male (n = 262) and 44.1% female (n = 214). Nine
(1.9%) participants chose not to disclose their genders. None of the participants specifically
identified as trans or gender nonconforming. The sample was relatively young, with ages ranging
from 18 to 46 years old (M = 29.6, SD = 4.72). One participant did not disclose their age. Thirtytwo percent (n = 155) of responses were gathered from the Midwest/Northwest region of the US,
25.5% (n = 123) gathered from the Western part of the US, 27.6% from the South (n = 134), and
13.6% from the Northeast (n = 66). Only 1.4% (n = 7) of participants did not disclose their
region or state. Most of the sample lived in the city (n = 263; 53.3%), 30.3% (n = 154) lived in
the suburbs and 12.1% (n = 60) lived in a rural area. Eight (1.6%) participants chose not to
disclose their neighborhood type.
Regarding ethnicity, 78.4% (n = 380) of participants identified as being Black and/or of
African descent, followed by 14% (n = 68) of Latinx descent (not identifying race), and 7.6% (n
= 37) identifying as Asian American or Pacific Island descent. In terms of sexual orientation, the
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majority of the sample identified as heterosexual (78.1%, n = 379) and 19.4% identified as
LGBTQI+. Twelve (2.5%) participants did not disclose their sexual orientation. With respect to
education, most of the sample identified as having either some college (44.1%, n = 214), a
college degree (34.8%, n = 169), or a graduate degree (10.7%, n = 52). Most of the sample was
employed (88.2%, n = 428) and currently not in school (92.2%). Finally, 62% of the sample
reported having ever received accolades for their work performance.
Sample for Measures
Cronbach’s alpha analyses were conducted to determine the internal consistency of the
REMS-45, CIPS and MHI-18. REMS yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .927. CIPS also displayed
high internal consistency with a coefficient of α=.731. The internal consistency analysis revealed
a coefficient of α=.771 for the MHI-18.
REMS-45 scores ranged from .33 to 3.36 with an average score of 1.88 (SD=.63). Scores
approximated a bimodal distribution with the highest mode at 2.64. The CIPS revealed an
average score of 56.34 (SD = 8.203) and scores ranged from 30 to 82. Scores on the CIPS
approximated a normal distribution with a mode of 57. MHI-18 scores also approximated a
normal distribution, with an average score of 61.87 (SD = 9.89) and scores ranging between 28
and 90.
Tested Hypotheses
H1: The first hypothesis predicted people of color who experience more
microaggressions will also report greater feelings of impostership. Pearson product moment
correlations were calculated to determine the strength and direction of the relationships between
REMS-45 scores and CIPS scores, CIPS scores and the MHI-18, and REMS-45 and MHI-18.
There was a significant positive relationship between the REMS-45 and CIPS (r =.120, n = 485,
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p =.008). Pearson product moment correlations were also calculated to determine the relationship
between the REMS-45 and MHI-18 and the CIPS and the MHI-18. Results revealed a significant
negative relationship between the MHI-18 and the REMS-45 (r = -.226, n = 485, p <.001), and a
significant positive relationship between the CIPS and MHI-18 (r =.300, n = 485, p < .001).
Thus, as expected, those who reported experiencing a higher frequency of microaggressions also
reported greater identification with imposter phenomenon.
H2: The second hypothesis predicted psychological distress would mediate the
relationship between frequency of perceived microaggressions and feelings of impostership. Two
separate analyses were conducted to test this hypothesis- a linear regression and a step-wise
linear regression. First, the ability of the REMS-45 to predict MHI-18 scores was examined
using a linear regression. The model was significant (F(1, 483) = 25.97, p <.001 and accounted
for 5.1% of the variance in MHI-18 scores with an SE of 9.65 (R2 = .051, adjusted R2 = .049).
REMS-45 scores significantly predicted MHI-18 scores (β = -.226, t(484) = -3.52, p <.001)
where increases in REMS-45 scores led to decreases in MHI-18 scores. Thus, individuals who
perceived more microaggressions experienced greater psychological distress.
A stepwise linear regression was conducted to determine the predictive ability of REMS45 scores on CIPS scores and whether MHI-18 scores mediated the relationship between REMS45 scores and CIPS scores (see Table 1 for the Regression Table). Step one included the REMS45 entered as the sole predictor variable and the CIPS as the dependent variable. The outcome of
this model was significant (F(1, 483) = 7.02, p =.008) and accounted for 1.4% of the variance in
CIPS scores with a standard error of 8.15 (R2 = .014, adjusted R2 = .012) . REMS-45 scores
significantly predicted CIPS scores (β = .12, t(484) = 2.65, p = .008), where higher REMS-45
scores were associated with higher CIPS scores. The second step included the REM-45 and

43

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
MHI-18 as predictor variables (see Figure 1 for Mediation Analysis Model). The model was
significant (F(2, 482) = 35.033, p < .001) and accounted for 12.7% of the variance in the
dependent variable (R2 = .127, adjusted R2 = .123). The standard variance was 7.68. When
controlling for MHI-18 scores, the REMS-45 significantly predicted CIPS scores (β =
.197, t(484) = 4.52, p < .001). Finally, when controlling for REMS-45 scores, MHI-18 scores
significantly predicted CIPS scores (β = .344, t(448) = 7.88, p < .001). Higher REMS-45 scores
were associated with higher CIPS scores and higher MHI-18 scores were associated with higher
CIPS scores. In accordance with what was hypothesized, people who are currently experiencing
less psychological distress experience greater feelings of impostership when they experience a
higher frequency of microaggressions.
Due to the nature of this finding, another linear regression was conducted to determine
the predictive ability of the REMS-45 and CIPS on the MHI-18 with the CIPS as a potential
mediator. Results revealed a significant model (F(2, 482) = 45.707, p < .001) that accounted for
15.9% of the variance in MHI-18 scores variable (R2 = .159, adjusted R2 = .156). When
controlling for CIPS scores, REMS-45 scores were associated with better psychological
wellbeing (β = -.266, t(484) = -6.31, p < .001). When controlling for REMS-45 scores, higher
CIPS scores were associated with worsening psychological wellbeing (β = .332, t(484) =
7.88, p < .001).
H3: The third hypothesis predicted that participants that identified as women and those
who identified as LGBTQI+ would experience greater feelings of impostership than those who
identified as men and heterosexual. Independent sample t-tests were conducted to test the effects
of gender and sexual orientation on CIPS scores to test this hypothesis. An independent t-test
analysis revealed no significant differences between men of color (M=55.79, SD=8.15) and
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women of color (M=56.97, SD=8.28) on the means for CIPS scores (t(474)=1.575, p=.24).
However, there were significant differences between those who identified as heterosexual
(M=55.96, SD=7.70) and those who identified as LGBTQI+ (M=57.81, SD=10.19; (t(471)=-1.94,
p=.002). In line with the assumptions of this hypothesis, those who identified as LGBTQI+
endorsed more feelings of impostership than those who identified as heterosexual.
H4: The final hypothesis assumed REMS-45 subscales would be able to predict scores on
the CIPS subscales. The hypothesis was tested using a multivariate multiple regression (MMR)
analysis where the REMS-45 subscales were entered as covariates and the CIPS subscales were
entered as dependent variables. The MMR analysis revealed three significant combined models
based on the dependent variables: Fake (F(6,477) =14.51, p=<001, partial η2 =.154), Luck
(F(6,477) =5.19, p<.001, partial η2 =.061), and Discount (F(6,477) =3.89, p<.001, partial η2
=.047) (see Figure 2 for Multivariate Multiple Regression). The MMR analysis also determined
the strength of the covariates on the dependent variables. Specifically, Assumptions of Inferiority
significantly predicted Discount (β = -.525, t(477) = 2.87 p = .004). Second Class Citizen and
Assumptions of Criminality significantly predicted Fake (β = 1.025, t(477) = 2.29, p = .02).
Exoticization significantly predicted Fake (β =1.62, t(477) = 3.19, p =.002) and Luck (β =
.577, t(477) = 2.37, p =.018). Environmental microaggressions significantly predicted Fake (β = .1.46, t(477) = -5.73, p <.001), Luck (β = -.284, t(477) = -2.301, p = .022), and Discount (β = .226, t(477) = -2.45, p =.015). Finally, Workplace and School significantly predicted Fake (β =
2.25, t(477) = 3.63, p <.001) and Luck (β = .819, t(477) = 2.75, p =.006). Microinvalidations did
not significantly predict any of the CIPS subscales. In support of the fourth hypothesis, there
were relationships between REMS-45 subscales and CIPS subscales, with the most robust
relationship being between School and Workplace microaggressions and feeling like a fake.
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Exploratory Analyses
A series of one-way Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) were used to explore the
differences in REMS-45 scores and CIPS scores based on ethnicity, income, and education. A
one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of racial/ethnic groups on REMS-45 scores
(F(2,482) =10.317, p <.001) and CIPS scores (F(2,482) =4.24, p =.015). Post-hoc comparisons
were conducted using the Tukey HSD tests and revealed there were significant mean differences
on the REMS-45 between those who identified as Black/African descent (M=1.89, SD=.63) and
those who identified as AAPI (M = 1.47, SD=.49), as well as significant differences between
those who identified as AAPI and Latinx (M = 2.04, SD =.83). There were no significant
differences between Black and Latinx participants on REMS average scores.
On the CIPS, there were significant mean differences between those of Black/African
descent (M = 56.55, SD = 8.07) and those of Latinx decent (M = 54, SD = 8.20) where Black
participants endorsed greater feelings of impostership than those of Latinx descent. The second
significant mean difference was between those who identify as being of Latinx descent and
persons identifying as being of AAPI descent (M = 58.51, SD=8.05), with AAPI participants
scoring highest in terms of feeling like an imposter.
An additional one-way ANOVA revealed a significant effect of socio-economic status on
the REMS (F(5,479) = 5.624, p < .001) and CIPS (F(5,479) =3.97, p = .002). Tukey HSD posthoc comparisons revealed those who earned $90k or above experienced significantly more
microaggressions (M = 2.36, SD = .56) and feelings of impostership (M = 61.43, SD = 7.882)
than those who earned less than $90K. In other words, people of color with higher incomes were
more likely to endorse experiencing more microaggressions and feelings of impostership than
those with lower incomes. Another ANOVA also revealed a significant effect of highest
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education attained on CIPS (F(2,481) =7.24, p < .001) and REMS-45 scores (F(2,481) =17.83, p
< .001). There were significant differences on REMS-45 scores between those who had less than
a college education (M = 1.77, SD=.620), those whose highest level of education was a college
degree (M = 1.92.43, SD = .66) and those who had a graduate degree (M = 2.32, SD =.40).
Regarding CIPS scores, there were only significant differences between those who had a college
degree (M=55.43, SD=7.98) and those who did not (M = 57.97, SD = 7.98). Individuals who had
more education reported higher frequencies of racial/ethnic microaggressions. However, those
with less education were more likely to experience feelings of impostership.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
Before exploring, explaining, and discussing the outcomes of this study, it is imperative
to explain the social context in which data were collected. Data were collected between in the
fall of 2020, which was five to seven months into a global public health crisis where COVID-19
deaths were disproportionately impacting people of color (Stokes et. al, 2020). Unemployment
rates were relatively high (14.8%; Falk et al., 2020) and over one-third of the US workforce
began working remotely (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020). Further, data were collected two months
prior to an upcoming presidential election that presented the possibility of re-electing an
incumbent president who endorsed many policies that harmed communities of color, immigrants,
and other historically marginalized groups. As such, the social events that occurred at the time
data were collected may have impacted the data of the study. That is, individuals who were
experiencing more overt forms of oppression may have been less aware of microaggressions.
The purpose of this study was to determine if there was a link between experiencing
racial/ethnic microaggressions and feelings of imposter phenomenon. As expected, a higher
frequency of perceived microaggressions was related to greater feelings of impostership.
However, contrary to previous research (Koligan Jr. & Sternberg, 1991; Ross et al., 2001),
higher feelings of impostership were related to better mental health outcomes. When examining
the predictive ability of frequency of perceived microaggressions on feelings of impostership,
REMS-45 only accounted for 1% of the variance. When MHI-18 scores were added to the
regression, the model accounted for 12% of the variance. In this model, having less
psychological distress significantly predicted greater feelings of impostership. The results of this
mediational analysis suggested that when controlling for psychological distress, REMS-45 scores
significantly predicted imposter phenomenon. That is, having more psychological distress does
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not impact feelings of impostership in people of color. However, it is important to note that the
sample examined was a sample of color and that certain maladaptive personality traits and
adverse mental health symptoms may continue to contribute to feelings of impostership in White
samples.
Perhaps the more perplexing component of the mediational analysis was the predictive
ability of the MHI-18 on the CIPS. MHI-18 scores impacted the relationship between
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon where people experiencing less psychological
distress were experiencing greater feelings of impostership. This finding is inconsistent with
previous studies where poorer psychological wellbeing predicted CIPS scores (Peteet, et al.,
2015). It is possible that at the time data were collected, there was an uptick in social welfare
because businesses were reopening, small groups were permitted to gather, the infection and
death rate dropped, and unemployment dropped from 14.8% to under 7% (Falk, et al., 2020).
Thus, individuals were may have been experiencing better mental health outcomes at the time of
data collection compared to potential adverse mental health outcomes that may have occurred at
the beginning of the pandemic. Therefore, individuals may have reported experiencing better
psychological wellbeing despite experiencing microaggressions and imposter phenomenon.
Alternatively, the results of the mediation analysis could be reflective of the racial
socialization of high-achieving people of color. The American work culture values Whiteness as
the norm and endorses a myth that Whiteness is a property that can be obtained (Harris, 1993).
As a result, Black, Indigenous and other people of color (BIPOC) are taught early in their
academic pursuits that they must work twice as hard toward whiteness and success to obtain half
of what White people are granted because of their privilege. Thus, BIPOC who exist in these
spaces may suppress adverse mental health symptoms in their pursuit of academic and career

49

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND IMPOSTER
success or prioritize success over their psychological wellbeing. Essentially, BIPOC may build
psychological resilience that helps them resist the deleterious effects of microaggressions in the
workplace. Further, there may be additional pressure for high achieving BIPOC to mask their
feelings of inadequacy and appear confident and competent. Thus, BIPOC in these settings may
not externalize their psychological distress, but experience intense internal feelings of
impostership given that symptoms of psychological distress such as depression and anxiety may
impair their capacity to be high achieving.
Regarding gender differences on the CIPS, women scored higher than men; however, the
difference was not significant and could have been due to chance. There are a few potential
explanations for this. First, the majority of the sample was Black or of African descent. Black
women are less likely to be unemployed than Black men (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020).
As a result, Black women are overrepresented in the workplace, while Black men are
underrepresented in the workplace. Therefore, it can be assumed that when a Black person is
working at an institution, he or she may be one of very few Black people, and thus, experiencing
the brunt of microaggressions and other forms of racism that would otherwise be shared by other
members of the racial group. As a result of isolation, a sense of self-doubt can burgeon in an
employee.
The second possibility is that with remote working conditions due to the COVID-19
pandemic, the types of microaggressions that people of color face in the workplace based on
gender may not be readily available. For example, microaggressions that women of color
frequently experience based on their way of dressing or hairstyles may not be criticized as
heavily when working from home and thus would not create additional feelings of impostership
in men and women. Finally, the CIPS was designed to detect feelings of impostership in women,
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not specifying for racial/ethnic background. Therefore, men and women may score similarly on
this measure because it was not necessarily intended to measure the intersections of race and
gender. Future research can examine this by using scales that address racial/gender
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon.
Another finding that is important to note is the effect of sexual orientation on
endorsement of imposter phenomenon, where those who identified as queer endorsed greater
identification with imposter phenomenon. The experiences that queer POC have in academia as
it relates to discrimination and oppression is relatively understudied (Nadal, 2019). Research
suggests queer POC face many obstacles during grade school, undergraduate, and graduate
training that may lead to various adverse social and psychological outcomes. For example, in
grade school, queer and trans POC tend to be more vulnerable to bullying and harassment than
queer and trans youth that identify as White (Kosicow et al., 2018). Queer and trans POC are
exposed to greater levels of social stress than queer/trans White people and cisgenderheterosexual (cis-het) POC. However, queer/trans POC are also described as very resilient,
possibly as a consequence of experiencing intersecting forms of oppression (Follins et al., 2014;
Nadal, 2019; Singh & MCkleroy, 2011). Therefore, it is possible that well-adjusted queer POC
may face imposter phenomenon as a consequence of oppression rather than typical clinical
symptoms frequently associated with experiencing discrimination.
Further, queer and trans POC face microaggressions specific to intersections of their
identities as POC and LGBQI+ identities (Balsam et al., 2011; Sadika et al., 2020). Because of
their identities, queer and trans POC often face rejection from the various communities of color
to which they belong (Sadika et al., 2020). Queer and trans POC face rejection from the
workplace because they are people of color and additional layers of rejection from cis-het POC.
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This two-fold layer of rejection may create additional feelings of impostership that may not be
present in cis-het POC. Further, it is not uncommon for academic institutions to lack networks of
support that address the nuanced challenges that queer and trans POC face in the workplace
(Nadal, 2019). Without any resolve or validation, queer and trans POC may be especially
vulnerable to imposter phenomenon.
Regardless of these assumptions, the finding that suggests queer POC experience greater
feelings of impostership than their heterosexual counterparts provide support for minority stress
theory and intersectional theory. Although the frequency of sexual orientation microaggressions
were not examined, it is possible that the intersection of heterosexist oppression and racist
oppression creates greater feelings of self-doubt in queer people of color than heterosexual POC.
Implications and Future Research
Training/Education
Given the results of the current study, which support that experiencing racial/ethnic
microaggressions can predict feelings of imposter phenomenon, interventions can be developed
to prevent the development of imposter phenomenon. Evidence suggests that preparing children
for racism from an early age leaves them less vulnerable to psychological distress that results
from being exposed to hostile environments (Neblett et al., 2008). While the onus should be on
the system to eradicate racist policies and behaviors, racial socialization for children of color can
also serve as a protective mechanism against racism.
Educational programs and youth services can develop practices that encourage healthy
racial identity development in children (Brittain Loyd & Williams, 2017). Consistently receiving
negative messages about one’s identity from various systems may lead to adverse self-esteem
and the development of imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat (Nadal et al., 2021).
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However, research indicates that positive racial socialization increases self-esteem and positive
interpersonal behaviors, and decreases the frequency of externalizing behaviors (Wang et al.,
2020). Therefore, in the United States, it is especially crucial that educational institutions
promote healthy racial socialization given that a substantial number of parents of color are in the
workforce, leaving their children to the devices of educational and extra-curricular institutions. If
these institutions are more invested in creating resiliency in children rather than perpetuating
microaggressions, children of color might be less vulnerable to experiencing imposter
phenomenon. Further research on microaggressions and imposter phenomenon can inform ways
that parents and organizations create interventions targeted at addressing these issues.
The practices of creating scholars and leaders who are able to develop healthy racially
socialized identities is essential to the social welfare of marginalized groups. Children with
healthy racial identities may burgeon into adults who can teach mechanisms of coping and
externalizing racism to children of color. Creating resiliency in children can also extend beyond
a positive racial identity. These practices and interventions can address other intersectional
identities of people of color. For example, if queer children are not exposed to hostility regarding
their sexual orientation at an early age, then queer children may be less susceptible to imposter
phenomenon. Other variables such as skin tone, gender, class, and other characteristics can be
considered when creating these interventions as well.
The findings of this study suggest that certain types of microaggressions can predict
certain components of imposter phenomenon. For example, environmental microaggressions
significantly predicted all three components of imposter phenomenon. This finding is particularly
important given that environmental microaggressions can occur on interpersonal and institutional
levels. Based on these findings, institution-wide changes can be emplaced to minimize the
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frequency of environmental microaggressions that appear to impact feelings of impostership in
people of color. For example, including scholars of color, both cis/het and queer/trans, on
plaques and portraits on display at an academic institution can abate feelings of impostership in
students and faculty of color.
Additionally, other REMS-45 subscales, such as School and Workplace microaggressions
only predicted changes in one of the CIPS subscales. Future research can evaluate these
relationships at a deeper level and develop interventions that can target the occurrence of these
types of microaggressions based on what symptoms of imposter phenomenon an individual is
experiencing. Interventions can be put in place that target these specific microaggressions to lead
to a safer work environment for POC.
Implications for Clinical and Counseling
It is also important to consider these findings in the context of mental healthcare. As a
mental health treatment provider, it is critical to make the distinction between intrinsic static
personality traits and personality traits that only persist in certain environments. Attributing
imposter syndrome to personality faults and poor mental health further suggests the individual is
too incompetent to cope with their environment, which bolsters the notion the person is
incapable of excelling in their work. It also implies the individual is faulty, incompetent, and
weak. If the therapist endorses these beliefs, it can rupture the therapeutic relationship and cause
further distress on the part of the client experiencing imposter phenomenon. The invalidation of
the external experiences of racism and oppression may lead to poor self-concept within the
client. Clinicians should conceptualize imposter syndrome as a normal reaction to oppression
that may cease if the person is no longer exposed to the hostile and invalidating environment.
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The findings that better mental health outcomes significantly impacted the predictive
ability of REMS scores is also worth noting. These results dispel the notion that poorer mental
health is related to greater endorsement of impostership. When treating clients who experience
imposter phenomenon, counselors and clinicians should conceptualize impostership as a
disparate component of wellness and mental health. Persons of color who are psychologically
well-adjusted are vulnerable to experiencing imposter phenomenon. It is also important to note
the correlational nature of the current study. There is no way to determine the causal nature of
microaggressions and mental health on imposter phenomenon. Based on the regressions
conducted in the study, it is difficult to determine whether CIPS scores cause poorer
psychological wellbeing or poorer psychological wellbeing causes greater feelings of
impostership. However, there are results suggesting that persons of color whom are
psychologically well-adjusted are vulnerable to experiencing imposter phenomenon. Therefore,
when conceptualizing treatment of self-doubt and poor self-concept related to workplace
competencies, clinicians and counselors should look beyond common disorders attributed to
these symptoms such as depression and anxiety.
Future Research
Future research should focus on the relationship between racial-gendered
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon. There is evidence that POC who also identify as
gender minorities experience disparate forms of discrimination from those who do not (Lewis et
al., 2016; Moody & Lewis, 2019). Additionally, the current study suggests queer POC
experience greater feelings of impostership than heterosexual POC. Therefore, future studies can
qualitatively and quantitatively investigate the experiences LGBTQI+ individuals have with
microaggressions and imposter phenomenon. Previous studies also examined the influence of
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variables such as racial/ethnic identity (McClain et al., 2016) and minority stress status (Velez et
al., 2013) on imposter phenomenon. Future studies can examine the effects of other mediating
variables, such as stereotype threat, self-esteem, and sexual orientation identity development.
Developing new scales addressing impostership is another direction for future research.
The Clance scale (Clance, 1985) and Harvey scale (Harvey, 1981) only consider the internal
experience of the person taking the scale. Future scales can incorporate subscales investigating
the environment to which the person is exposed and how that may contribute to scores regarding
impostership. This literature also warrants an investigation of coping mechanisms utilized by
individuals who have feelings of impostership and are also exposed to hostile environments.
These studies can potentially reveal techniques that can be used by all individuals rather than
seeking internal characteristics that may serve as protective factors against impostership. Studies
surrounding coping can also operate from a strength-based perspective and allow for counselors
and educators to utilize this approach instead of a deficit perspective.
Finally, qualitatively research studies would be beneficial to further exploring the impacts
of racial/ethnic microaggressions on imposter phenomenon. When predicting imposter
phenomenon scores, REMS scores accounted for a small percent of the variance. When
psychological wellbeing was added to the regression, it accounted 12.7% of the variance in the
model. Qualitative studies may provide insights on variables that could be operationalized and
used in future quantitative studies to determine the predictive influence of these variables on
imposter phenomenon. Qualitative studies may also focus on samples composed of specific
ethnic identities. For example, future studies can focus on the experiences of queer people of
color, their experiences with imposter phenomenon, and networks of support. Given that results
suggested well-adjusted people of color still experience imposter phenomenon and those of
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higher incomes experience imposter phenomenon more than people have lower incomes,
qualitative research can also examine the experiences of those with higher incomes and imposter
phenomenon.
Conclusion
Traditionally, the experiences of marginalized groups had to be empirically validated for
social scientists and the greater community to accept them as truth (Bonnet, 1996). Social
science research is traditionally conducted from a White supremacist perspective where the
White experience is considered the standard and all other experiences are secondary (Bonnet,
1996). Much of the traditional imposter phenomenon research was developed to examine the
experiences of majority White samples. Subsequent imposter phenomenon research utilized
samples of color, but attributed the development of imposter phenomenon to poor racial
socialization.
This study used a sample of color in an effort to jettison traditional ways of conducting
research where White perspectives are centered and POC perspectives are conceptualized as
opposition to White perspectives. This study sought to examine the experiences of POC outside
of White centrality because racial/ethnic microaggressions are only experienced by those of
marginalized racial/ethnic identities. This study examined those experiences but also revealed
results that oppose what previous literature suggested. That is, although maladaptive personality
traits and poorer mental health were related to imposter phenomenon in primarily White samples,
psychologically well-adjusted POC still experienced imposter phenomenon. Therefore, we
should refrain from pathologizing individuals who cannot experience confidence and high selfworth, particularly when those individuals are exposed to hostile environments.
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Further, this study utilized intersectionality and examined imposter phenomenon in POC
who identify as LGBTQI+. Previous studies on imposter phenomenon failed to examine the
experiences QPOC have with imposter phenomenon. The lack of intent in examining the
experiences of QTPOC is a microaggression that sends a message suggesting the unimportance
of QTPOC in this area of research. However, the current study revealed that QPOC experience
imposter phenomenon at higher rates than those who identify as heterosexual. These findings
highlight the importance of intersectionality when examining the experience of POC, as certain
groups are more vulnerable to experiencing imposter phenomenon than others. The results of the
study also provide evidence of the need to continue exploring imposter phenomenon in
marginalized populaces.
The integrity of psychological research has been tarnished by White supremacy and other
forms of oppression that exclude, subjugate, and undermine the legitimacy of the experiences of
marginalized peoples. It is our responsibility as clinicians and academics to curtail these
practices. While the field of psychology is championing toward more culturally diverse research
and practices, there is still a want for additional inclusivity. For our society to become one that
truly values equities for all and in which people of all backgrounds have equitable opportunities
for success, we must make changes on all levels – institutionally, interpersonally, individually,
and internally. In doing so, perhaps people of future generations will no longer feel like
imposters who don’t deserve their success, but rather know that they are worthy and valuable,
and that their lives truly matter.
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Regression Table
Table 1. Regression table with CIPS as dependent variable
Variable

B

REMS-45

1.55

MHI-18

-

Model 1
SE B

β

.67
-

B

.120*
-

*p < .05
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Model 2
SE B

β

.197

.57

.197

.286

.033

.344

-
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Mediation Analysis
Figure 1. Mediation Analysis
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Multiple Multivariate Regression
Figure 2. Multivariate Multiple Regression between REMS-45 and CIPS subscales
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